Research by Hoffman, Novak and Peralta (1998) indicates that lack of trust in e-commerce is a result of online consumers' perceived lack of control over the access others have to their personal information during the online navigation process. Their research indicates that nearly 63 per cent of consumers decline to provide personal information to Websites because they do not trust those collecting the data. Online consumers also do not trust most organisations enough to engage in online exchanges with them. They suggest that trust will be best achieved by allowing the balance of power to shift towards more cooperative interaction between the online business and its customers.
Online customers still have concerns about issues such as the trustworthiness of Websites and the people running them, and the safety of transmitting sensitive information (Boyd 2002) . One of the world's most successful online public sales sites, e-bay.com, is extremely successful even though online customers do not see or inspect the goods on auction. A case study by Boyd (2002) indicates that e-bay communicates safe online transactions within 'an e-bay community' and also provides online customers with control over their online experience. The success of e-bay illustrates that online messages should be communicated in an environment of customer privacy, secure transaction, error-free billing and availability of merchandise. Online customers should also be able to monitor the status of their orders and online account details. A study by Karayanni and Baltas A conceptual framework of corporate online communication 243 (2003) on Website characteristics partially supports their hypothesis that transferring control of information flows to the user of information can be related to higher industrial sales achieved through the Internet.
More emphasis is placed in the literature on the establishment of long-term online relationships than on enhancing online credibility and trust. This is because many organisations still struggle to retain their online customers by not engaging in a long-term relationship with them. Theorists therefore increasingly argue in favour of corporate Websites that facilitate meaningful business and interaction with the organisation. The online user should consider his or her online visit as meaningful and worthwhile, because he or she is involved in the communication experience (Sterne 2000) . According to Geissler (2001) , interactive communication is the primary integrative element in building and managing brand relationships. Burke (2001) points out that the Internet can achieve such relationships because it offers opportunities for both customer development and relationship building.
Online customers have high expectations of new technology. According to Johannessen, Olaissen and Olsen (1999) , customers expect organisations to use information technology to enhance service quality, and to generate greater satisfaction with the organisation's products and services. Many organisations have since experienced the ease with which they lose online customers because of poor customer service and feedback. Bickerton, Bickerton and Pardesi (2000) regard the primary motivators for online shopping to be saving money, time, travelling and a wider choice of products for the customer. However, research by various organisations indicates that the standard of online customer service is still poor, making it difficult for organisations to retain their online customers (Treminio 2000 (Treminio -2001 .
Theoretical and conceptual foundations of the study
Marketing public relations (MPR) is an integrated cross-disciplinary approach with a strong product and service focus that has been practised for many years (Harris 1991) . According to the literature, MPR offers three main benefits, namely (1) greater credibility, (2) more trust and (3) the establishment of long-term relationships (Guth and Marsh 2000; Harris 1993; Marken 1995) . Credibility, trust and long-term relationships are, however, universal and multidimensional concepts applicable to all instances of communication in the organisation. They may have different meanings in different contexts. Theorists also have various perspectives on the meaning of these concepts. Although the concepts of credibility, trust and long-term relationships are not universally used in the same way in the literature, there is some consensus on essential differences and meaning (see Tables 1 to 7 ).
The contribution of MPR to the generation of credibility, trust and the establishment of long-term relationships forms the basis from which the discourse on corporate online communication was derived for the empirical part of this study.
Du Plessis (2005, 53) defines MPR as: 'an integrated and interactive way of planning, executing and evaluating communication in order to enhance credibility, trust and longterm relationships with the organisation's stakeholders and customers in the selling of its products and services'.
MPR activities include both marketing and public relations techniques and tactics that enhance the selling of an organisation's products and services. Although some of these activities are typical of public relations, they are applied in the context of selling products and services. MPR activities are directed at abundant two-way interaction between the organisation and its various stakeholders and customers, at community involvement and at making the organisation's products and services more visible (Harris 1991; . Much of the literature on MPR hypothesises that when organisations use MPR effectively to promote their products and services, credibility, trust and long-term relationships are enhanced. MPR includes techniques and tactics from both the marketing and public relations disciplines. The organisation can benefit from long-term relationships with its customers as well as more credibility and greater trust in the sale of its products and services.
MPR enhances the organisation's credibility by ensuring responsible action, making use of media endorsement, providing useful information and being socially responsible (Guth and Marsh 2000, Harris 1991; Kitchen 1996; Kitchen and Papasolomou in Kitchen 1999; Marks 2002; Strenski 1991; Wells, Burnett and Moriarty 2003; Wells and Spinks 1999) .
MPR enhances trust in the organisation by creating familiarity with the organisation and its brands, and making the organisation more accessible and visible (Beavers-Moss 2001; Harris 1991; Harris 1998; Kitchen and Papasolomou 1999 in Kitchen 1999) .
MPR contributes to the establishment of long-term relationships by enabling feedback, one-to-one interaction, customer service and the differentiation of products and services according to customer needs (Harris 1991; Harris 1998; Marken 1995 ).
An extensive literature review identified the levels for the three categories of the structured Q sample (see Table 8 ). The levels of the structured Q sample were selected according to the dimensions of the three categories and their relevance to MPR (see Tables  1 to 7) . Because the concept of credibility is multidimensional, the following allencompassing levels were selected for the structured Q sample, on the basis of the various dimensions of the concept of credibility and their relevance to MPR (see Table 2 ):
• History • Perception • Social responsibility.
The above levels were selected because they include the different dimensions of the category of credibility as elucidated by Table 1 . 
Description
The organisation's good intention in terms of its products and services is illustrated by its continuous community involvement and participation.
Because of media endorsement and the organisation's community involvement, its products and services are more believable. The organisation is perceived as keeping its promises in this regard.
The history and actions of the organisation are an indication of its responsible action and future behaviour in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The organisation's products and services are regarded as credible because of its visibility, media endorsement and involvement in the community. The organisation is also valued for its expertise, trustworthiness and likeability with regard to its product(s) and/or service(s).
Sources: Herbig and Milewicz (1995, 6) ; Simons (2002,19) The organisation's level of expertise is illustrated by its brand, culture, products and services and efficient messages in this regard.
The organisation's composure is evident in its activities, history and media endorsement in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The social responsibility and the good intentions of the organisation are indicative of its trustworthiness in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The dynamism of the organisation is evident in its expert personnel with regard to its product(s) and/or service(s).
The organisation's sociability is evident in its actions, special events, as well as community and environmental involvement in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The organisation's extroversion is evident in its history, actions and media endorsement in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The organisation's similarity to the audience is evident in its profile, history and useful information in terms of its product(s) and/or service(s).
The organisation's products and services are accepted because it is perceived as a credible source. The way the organisation uses the media affects perceptions of its credibility in terms of, say, its level of expertise, composure, trustworthiness, dynamism, sociability, extroversion and similarity to the audience (with regard to its product(s) and/or service(s).
Source: Ferguson (1999, 131-138) The concept of trust is also multidimensional. Therefore, on the basis of the various dimensions of the concept of trust and their relevance to MPR (see Table 5 ), the following all-encompassing levels are selected for the structured Q sample:
• Accountability • Concreteness • Association.
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The above levels were selected because they include all the different dimensions of the category of trust elucidated in Table 4 . Table 5 summarises the dimensions of the concept of trust and their relevance to MPR. 
Dimension Description
No sense of risk When the organisation breeds trust in its products and services through visibility, response and commitment, consumers will experience a feeling of no sense of risk.
Confidence
Because the organisation's products and services are known, consumers have confidence about their dealings with it. Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they can predict its actions in terms of their dealings with its products and services.
Because of the organisation's visibility and strong financial position, its customers/publics trust its ability in terms of its products and services.
Because the organisation and its staff are visible, its customers/publics trust its expertness in terms of its products and services.
The organisation is regarded as competent in terms of its products and services because of its visibility.
When the organisation breeds trust in its products and services through visible actions and direct involvement, consumers will be convinced of its good intentions or motives.
The organisation's direct involvement with its customers in terms of its products and services is indicative of its benevolence.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they can predict its actions in terms of its honest dealings in its products and services.
The organisation's corporate identity creates a feeling of kindness in terms of its products and services.
The organisation's direct involvement with, and commitment to, its customers generates loyalty towards its products and services.
The organisation's direct involvement with, consumers and its responsible conduct are indicative of its integrity with regard to its products and services.
Because of the visibility of the organisation and its commitment to its customers, customers can relate to its products and services.
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Dimension

Consistency
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they can predict its fairness in terms of their dealings with its products and services.
The organisation's corporate identity is indicative of its truthfulness in terms of its products and services.
Because of the organisation's visibility in terms of its products and services, its management is known and respected.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they like conducting business with it.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they have respect for and value its products and services.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they have faith in its products and services.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they accept its products and services.
When the organisation breeds trust in its products and services through visible actions, commitment and direct involvement, consumers will experience a feeling of security in their dealings with it.
Because the organisation is visible and known by its customers/publics, they can predict its actions in terms of its honest dealings with its products and services.
Because the organisation is committed to its customers, they feel that they can depend on it when it comes to their dealings with its products and services. Because of the openness of the organisation, customers perceive it as being responsible in terms of its products and services.
The provision of reliable information to stakeholders and society is indicative of the organisation's accountability in terms of its products and services. The concept of long-term relationships is also multidimensional. Therefore, the following all-encompassing levels are selected for the structured Q sample on the basis of the various dimensions of the concept of long-term relationships and their relevance to MPR (see table 7 ).
• Personal interaction
• Expectation.
The above levels were selected because they include the different dimensions of the category of long-term relationships as elucidated in Table 6 . 
Description
Constant feedback and interaction between the organisation and its various customers/publics can result in better knowledge on how to better fulfil customers' needs in terms of it product(s) and/or service(s).
Constant feedback and interaction between the organisation and its various customers/publics with regard to its products and services can result in the building up of customer databases and continuous contact with the organisation's customers.
Interaction and response to customers' needs with regard to the organisation's products and services are indicative of effective customer service.
The organisation's commitment to its customers in terms of its products and services is expressed in its quality products, services and interaction.
A set of one-to-one relationships in which some customers are targeted individually with regard to the organisation's products and services can build an enduring relationship with the organisation.
Constant feedback and interaction between the organisation and its various customers/publics, including the community in terms of its products and services, can result in enhanced knowledge on how to better fulfil customers' needs and establish a favourable reputation.
The needs of the organisation's customers are fulfilled through products and services with a difference, which will retain them.
Sources: Goldsmith (1999) ; Gummesson in Kandampully and Duddy (1999); JOttner and Wehrli (1994) ; Wells and Spinks (1999) Corporate online communication from an MPR perspective constitutes the use of appropriate Internet resources as well as integrated corporate online communication techniques to enhance credibility and trust and to establish long-term relationships with the organisation's online customers with regard to the selling of its products and services.
Methodology
This study uses Q methodology to identify factors for effective corporate online communication. Q methodology permits the systematic study of subjectivity and the communication of subjective perceptions in a discourse on a specific topic. Central to its investigative procedure is the adoption of the participants' point of view (Goldman 1999) . Definitions of viewpoints (subjective perceptions) are those of participants themselves, and not those generated by the researcher (McKeown and Thomas 1988).
The following three questions underlie a Q study (Stricklin and Almeida 1999) :
What is the range of communicated ideas in a particular discourse? 2. What are the prevalent variations in it? 3. How do these variations logically relate to each other?
A Q study generally follows a sequence of five phases. The researcher first collects a concourse from people involved in it and then selects a sample of statements representative of the range of communicated ideas in the discourse. A concourse involves ordinary conversation, commentary and discourse about everyday life, not restricted to words, but including collections of paintings, artworks, photographs and even musical selections. Participants are selected from the people involved in the discourse. They are asked to sort statements in their perceived order of importance on a large board in a process known as Q sorting. The participants' sorts are then compared by means of Q factor analysis. Finally, the results are analysed to establish trends in the discourse (Stricklin and Almeida 1999) .
Structure of the Q sample and statements
It is impossible to administer an entire concourse, which could extend to hundreds of statements containing opinions on the topic under consideration (Brown 1980) . It is therefore necessary to draw a sample of statements in what is known as a 'Q sample'. The researcher thus faces the challenge of compiling statements that are more or less representative of the concourse (Brown 1980 ).
Once statements have been gathered from primary and secondary sources in the widest sense, these are organised, analysed and logically presented. An effective way of doing this is by grouping the statements into theoretical categories in a structured Q sample that is more or less representative of the broad concourse (Brown 1980 ).
In the structured Q sample used in this study statements are organised and specified in terms of three categories: credibility, trust and long-term relationships. The study uses a 3 x 3 x 2 factorial design. Credibility is subdivided into three levels, trust into three levels, and long-term relationships into two levels. Each level comprises three statements, giving a total of 54 statements.
Following the study by Steelman and Maguire (1999) , the number of statements per factor reflects the relative importance of each topic in the literature: in this study 14 statements are selected for credibility, 18 for trust and 22 for long-term relationships. Table 8 indicates the structure of the Q sample in this study. Individual statements were printed on 'Q sort cards' and pretested to ensure clarity and general comparability. There are roughly equal numbers of positive and negative statements.
The cards comprised statements of the following:
Online credibility
Information on the organisation's activities on the Website increases familiarity with the organisation (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) ; an associated 'virtual library' makes the organisation's Website a valuable resource (Burke 2001 ); the corporate Website should contain information about any charitable activities in which the organisation is involved (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998; Rowley 1998) ; and information about any community efforts in which the organisation is involved should also be included on the Website (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998). The corporate Website should contain information about any environmental projects in which the organisation is involved (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) ; the Website should include a community bulletin board where non profit organisations can publicise events related to the organisation's activities free of charge (Burke 2001) ; and placement of the organisation's history on its Website increases the believability of the claims related to its operations (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) .
Information about the organisation's culture should be included on the Website (Karayanni and Baltas 2003) ; a media section with access to the organisation's media releases should be included (Hurme 2001) ; and this section should include media coverage on the organisation from other sources as well (Hurme 2001) . Users appreciate an educational section on the best way to use a particular product organisation (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998; Burke 2001) , while a section on the organisation's special events is also necessary (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) . Furthermore, information about the organisation's products and services must be easily accessible (Burke 2001; Nielsen 2001) , while content management software coordinates messages (Geissler 2001) .
Online trust
Multimedia increases a corporate Website's interactivity (Karayanni and Baltas 2003) , while the reflection of the organisation's corporate identity creates a feeling of understanding (Karayanni and Baltas 2003) . Information about the organisation's financial position (investors' relations section) is important (Karayanni and Baltas 2003) ; and text chat software for online communication is necessary with an organisational representative (Treminio 2000 (Treminio -2001 . It is important for prices to be published (Burke 2001; Dilger 2000) .
With regard to security, users want to pay for items via a secured system (Bickerton et al. 2000) ; there must be a statement that transactions are secure (Merrilees and Fry 2003) ; the corporate Website must guarantee customer privacy (Merrilees and Fry 2003) ; there must be a guarantee that merchandise is available at the time of the order (Merrilees and Fry 2003) ; there must be assurance of service support by the organisation (Markette 2001) and there must be assurance of error-free billing (Merrilees and Fry 2003) . Customers should also be able to monitor the status of their orders (Dilger 2000; LaMonica 1999; Sterne 2000) and must be able to access the status of their orders at any given time (Sterne 2000) . Adequate access to customers' online account details is necessary (Sterne 2000) . It is also necessary to inform customers about the means of delivery of their ordered goods (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) .
A contact directory with individual employees' details is desirable (Burke 2001) ; while a corporate website must also include the organisation's physical address (Burke 2001 ) and the organisation's contact numbers (Burke 2001) .
Online long-term relationships
An e-mail link is essential to enable users to communicate directly with the organisation (Ainscough and Luckett 1996; Bayne 2000) , while an online discussion forum for customers is effective (Sterne 2000) . An online sales video personalises customer contact (Sterne 2000) and customers generally like an e-mail product newsletter (Sterne 2000) . A section for frequently asked questions (FAQs) and problems is also beneficial (Bickerton et al. 2000; Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) . Regular customers expect Website content to be continually updated (Hurme 2001) . Online customers need to be able to navigate logically through the Website (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998; Clyde 2000) . A search capability, however, must only be built in if all the relevant keywords produce meaningful results (Bickerton et al. 2000) . A standardised response-to-enquiries form assists customers in specifying the exact information they require (Bickerton et al. 2000) . A detailed online sales brochure must offer maximum possible choice (Bickerton et al. 2000; Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) . Free product samples that can be ordered retain customers (Breitenbach and van Doren 1998) . Preprogrammed answers (answerbots) are useful (Sterne 2000) . An automatic responder to e-mail is beneficial to the customer (Sterne 2000) .
Software that automatically manages customer relationships improves customer service (Sterne 2000) . A subscribed mailing list option is essential (Sterne 2000) , while an aftersales confirmation e-mail is also needed (Burke 2001; Heinen 1996) . The corporate Website must be integrated with other departments in order to manage online relationships with its customers (Law, Lau and Wong 2003) .
A guestbook is an effective means of building a customer database (Cunliffe 2000; Sampson 1998) . A corporate Website must have exclusive website services for regular customers (Gilbert 1996) , for instance, an online members-only magazine attracts other potential customers (Gilbert 1996) , while an option to personalise the organisation's Website according to customers' needs increases usability (Hurme 2001) . Users want access to links to other sites containing information on the organisation's products and services (Bickerton et al. 2000) .
Person sample
In Q methodology, participants are selected from those involved in the discourse under consideration, and are referred to as the person sample. The person sample, unlike the structured Q sample, does not need to be representative of the population. Participants in Q methodology are sampled theoretically as they are in qualitative research using nonprobability sampling. Participants are purposively selected with the expectation 'that they will hold different points of view on the topic being studied' (Dennis 1986) . Large numbers, which are so fundamental to much social research, are relatively unimportant in Q methodology because the emphasis is on the nature of the segments of subjectivity that exist in the discourse, not the people who hold those perceptions (Brown 1991) .
Enough participants are required to establish the existence of a factor for the purposes of comparing one factor with another. The results of a Q study are not generalised to the population, but to a specific factor type -a generalisation of a particular perspective (Brown 1980) . Generalisations are valid for other persons of the same perspective, for instance, for those whose views would lead them to load highly on a factor (Brown 1980) . Since factors are 'qualitative categories of thought', additional participants would have virtually no impact on the factor scores (Brown 1991) . Dominant categories of perception on the topic are sought, not their representativity within the population.
The study described here was undertaken amongst two separate groups (or person samples): communicators and receivers of corporate online communication.
Twenty 'communicator' participants were selected on the grounds of their compilation or management of corporate online communication for their respective companies. The participants were purposively selected because their companies have established corporate Websites, and these include interactive online activities such as e-commerce.
In order to obtain a variety of perspectives, the 'communicator' participants were selected from companies in a variety of sectors that include life insurance, finance, retail, mobile telephony and banking.
Twenty 'receiver' participants were also selected. These were regular users of the Internet who were familiar with e-commerce, financial online transactions and corporate Websites.
Data analysis
After the 40 participants in the study had sorted the statements in their perceived order of importance on a large board in a process known as Q sorting (in the presence of the researcher), the PQMethod programme (a public domain programme) was used to analyse the data (www.qmethod.org). The results were analysed by assessing the factor scores, the factor arrays, the distinguishing statements and consensus statements.Once computed, each factor was presented in the form of a factor array -a diagram that represents the perceptual composition of that factor. Factor arrays represent the dominant perceptions of the participants. Q methodology describes overall points of view that blend the composite elements (the statements) into an overall, irreducible gestalt within each factor array (Brown 2003) .
Findings 5.1 Communicators of corporate online communication
The assessment amongst communicators of corporate online communication yielded three dominant factors, titled responsible corporate online communication, trust and efficient information.
Factor 1: responsible corporate online communication
This factor is labelled responsible corporate online communication, because it displays a stronger consideration of reliable and dependable interaction with online customers with regard to products and services than the perspectives in factors 2 and 3. The highly rated statements mirror awareness that corporate online communication must put online customers at ease through assurance and confidence-enhancing interaction. Assurance in this context refers to putting the 'receiver' at ease. These statements deal mainly with online customers' need to know where to find and contact the organisation, their privacy and security, interaction with the organisation and control over their communication with the organisation, for instance, with order tracking information. The factor represents opposition to statements that diminish the customer's confidence in personal and direct contact with the organisation, for instance, by not providing an e-mail address or other contact details. There is a strong awareness that online customers want to feel safe in their dealings with an organisation. This is achieved through the establishment of elements in the organisation's corporate online communication that generate confidence, faith and a sense that the organisation is dependable. The organisation aims to fulfil the needs of its online customers through constant and reliable interaction.
Factor 2: trust
This factor is labelled trust because it displays a strong emphasis on statements in the category of trust. Statements about the organisation's financial position, the security of transactions, assurance of error-free billing, and information about the means of delivery of ordered goods are more highly rated than in the other factors.
However, as in factor 1, this factor also rates statements about payment via a secured system and a guarantee of customer privacy highly, but rejects statements that the organisation's physical address must be excluded, its contact numbers be excluded, and that item prices need not be published. This factor also loads highly on three statements in the category long-term relationships, that is, those that deal with the need for updated information, logical navigation and an effective search capability. The highly rated statements mirror awareness that trust is important in order to conduct online business with the organisation. The factor displays opposition to statements suggesting that trust is irrelevant in this regard. It strongly reflects the point of view that online customers wish to feel protected in their online communication and other dealings with an organisation, and that this can be achieved through information and elements in the organisation's corporate online communication that generate respect and faith.
Factor 3: efficient information
Factor 3 displays sensitivity to the efficient sourcing and presentation of online information on the organisation's products and services. The factor is labelled efficient information because it demonstrates a strong consideration of well-presented and efficient information to the online customer.
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Factor 3 loads much lower on trust than factors 1 and 2, and more on statements in the long-term relationship category. With a few exceptions it also loads relatively low on most statements in the category of credibility. The highly rated statements mirror strong agreement on the usefulness of presentation and the ease of finding information. Apart from the fact that information must be useful, available and up to date, it should also be accessible to the media and retrievable through a virtual library.
This factor displays a strong awareness that corporate online communication needs to be efficient in terms of both presentation and access. The factor supports efficient presentation and the ability to find online information. However, it does not rate contact details of the organisation's employees or exclusive services for loyal online customers as essential and concentrates on the organisation's products and services.
Receivers of corporate online communication
Judgemental rotation yielded the following two dominant factors in the concourse, namely confidence and meaningful relationships.
Factor A: Confidence
As factor A contains numerous statements related to confidence in the category of trust, it is labelled confidence. It emphasises organisational security, control, openness and visibility. The highly rated statements mirror a need to know that dealings with the organisation pose no risk and that the individual retains control over the online experience in terms of access to account details and the status of online orders. The factor displays opposition to statements that reflect diminished confidence.
The factor displays a strong predisposition towards aspects necessary for the generation of confidence in the organisation. Requirements of assurance dominate, with little emphasis on the establishment of the organisation's credentials or about lasting relationships.
Factor: B: Meaningful relationships
Although factor B displays elements of credibility, trust and long-term relationships, greater emphasis is placed on credibility than any other factor for both communicators and users of corporate online communication.
This factor is labelled meaningful relationships because it displays a strong concern for perception of the organisation's history, brand, accountability, visibility, expertise and ability in terms of its products and services. This means that for meaningful relationships to be formed, it is expected that the organisation should be perceived to possess expertise, be trustworthy and open, and be dynamic and 'sociable'. The highly rated statements in this factor mirror a need for security, a favourable perception of the organisation and effective customer service. The factor represents an opposition to statements that diminish credibility, trust and long-term relationships.
A conceptual framework of corporate online communication 259 Long-term relationships is a factor that is not perceived to be important on its own, but rather as an amalgamation of certain elements of credibility, trust and long-term relationships. In this context elements of credibility that are deemed important include the company's history and brand, elements of trust that are deemed important include accountability and visibility, and elements of long-term relationships that are deemed important include customer service, feedback and interaction. The emphasis is on creating meaningful relationships rather than on establishing long-term relationships. A relationship is regarded as meaningful when it is perceived to be sincere.
Discussion of the findings
The findings confirm that effective customer service is one of the major difficulties in selling products and services online, as suggested by Burke (2001) and Heinen (1996) . While Harris (1998) argues that MPR can be used to communicate new product benefits and uses and in the retention of customers, the findings indicate that this is not necessarily true in an online environment. Communication about differentiated products and services is not perceived to be particularly significant for effective corporate online communication.
It is evident that credibility and long-term relationships are not perceived to be dominant criteria for effective corporate online communication. Three new factors in addition to trust are identified as the dominant criteria for effective corporate online communication: responsibility, efficiency and meaningful relationships.
Limitations of the study
This study has limitations, which are acknowledged as follows:
• Generalisation of the findings can only be related to a factor (perspective) and not to the entire population of South Africa. The findings only indicate trends in the discourse on corporate online communication.
• Q methodology is a small sample research method and subject to criticism.
• The Q sorting process is time-consuming and might have affected participants' responses.
Conclusion
To be effective, corporate online communication must
• enhance trust by communicating assurance, safety and security in order to create a feeling of confidence
• be responsible through the incorporation of communications that provide receivers with a sense of control over their online experience • be efficient by presenting clear and effective online information • create meaningful relationships by allowing interaction, offering good customer service and a favourable perception that in combination generates confidence in the organisation.
Literature still puts more emphasis on the establishment of long-term relationships with online customers than on trust or credibility. The findings of this study suggest that both communicators and receivers of corporate online communication are more concerned about issues related to trust. As the Internet is still an environment that lends itself to abuse and fraud, both receivers and communicators of corporate online communication are more interested in messages that convey safety and assurance. However, the findings of this study suggest that corporate online communication will also be significantly improved if it establishes meaningful relationships and is accountable and well presented.
